Introduction
============

China's health system, which serves a population of 1.3 billion, is the world's largest. Primary care facilities consisting of urban community health centres, rural township hospitals and village clinics provide clinical care, disease prevention activities, health promotion, rehabilitation and family planning. Since the 1980s, market reform in China has brought rapid economic development and privatization of health care. Government funding of health care has fallen, the scheme for rural health insurance has been dismantled and out-of-pocket payments have increased. At the same time, health inequity has increased and hospitals have become the main providers of acute care.[@R1]

In an attempt to reverse the deterioration in primary care, the Chinese government launched a systemic health reform in 2009. The aim of the reform was the provision of affordable and equitable health care for all by 2020. As a result of the subsequent substantial infusion of public funding, primary care now occupies a central role in the rebuilding of a public-oriented health system in China. Since 2009, health insurance coverage has expanded rapidly, with the majority of citizens now covered,[@R2] and patient access to primary care facilities has improved.[@R3] In 2011, the national government issued policies that focused on enhancing the public financing of primary care facilities, strengthening the training of general practitioners and a service model based on general practitioner teams. The teams -- which consist of a general practitioner and a nurse and, sometimes, a public health specialist -- provide clinical and preventive care to enrolled residents.[@R4]

Implementation of the national policies began in Shanghai in 2011 and was expanded to cover Shenzhen in 2012. It is hoped that experience gained from the two megacities will facilitate improvements in the delivery of primary care in the rest of China (a megacity is defined as a metropolitan area with a total population exceeding 10 million people). Community health centres in the two megacities provide similar clinical and public health care according to the national guidelines.[@R5] The clinical services include treatment of common diseases in internal medicine, general surgery, paediatrics, gynaecology, obstetrics and traditional Chinese medical care. The public health services provided in the community health centres are entirely funded by the government and include programmes for the management of diabetes and hypertension, health education, immunization, maternal and child health care, mental health care and communicable disease prevention and reporting.[@R6] Internal migrants make up 80% of Shenzhen's residents but only 30% of Shanghai's; less than 5% of Shenzhen's residents -- but 27% of Shanghai's -- are aged at least 60 years.[@R7]

A community health centre in Shanghai covers 50 000--100 000 residents and usually contains between five and eight general practitioner teams.[@R8] In Shenzhen, a community health centre covers 30 000--50 000 residents and contains two or three general practitioner teams.[@R9] The community health centres in Shanghai are fully government-funded and independent of public hospitals. Any revenues they generate through service provision go directly to the government. Shanghai's general practitioners are also fully publicly funded and most of them received five years of medical training as undergraduates.[@R10] In contrast, Shenzhen's community health centres are subsidiaries of public hospitals that are allowed to make profits to cover most of their own costs. Public health services in Shenzhen are funded by the municipal government and its general practitioners are hospital employees who have to earn their own salaries through general practice.[@R10] Most of Shenzhen's general practitioners received only three years of medical training.[@R10]

Shanghai promoted the service model based on general practitioner teams by introducing capitation payments for general practitioners and extended benefit packages for residents who enrolled on the teams.[@R11] Although Shenzhen implemented the national policy on the same model, it made no operational changes specifically to promote the model.[@R12] Both megacities promoted the use of community health centres by introducing preferential prices and encouraging referrals between the centres and hospitals.

We decided to investigate if the health reforms improved the patient-perceived quality of primary care in the two megacities.

Methods
=======

Participants
------------

We measured quality in terms of eight different attributes of primary care, using an internationally recognized assessment tool.[@R13]^--^[@R20]Questionnaire-based face-to-face surveys were conducted in two rounds. The first round of the survey was conducted -- to coincide with the local introduction of the national policies on primary care -- in November 2011 in Shanghai and in June 2012 in Shenzhen. The second round was conducted in June 2013 in Shanghai and in August 2013 in Shenzhen. Based on an estimated difference in the mean total primary care score between the two survey rounds of 0.8, with a standard deviation of 5,[@R18] a 95% confidence interval (CI) and a power of 80% -- we estimated the minimum sample size in each megacity to be 614. After assuming that 90% of those invited to participate would participate and that 85% of participants would regard a community health centre as their usual source of care, we aimed to interview 800 individuals in each megacity in each round of the survey. After stratifying each megacity into four geographical areas, we used a computer-generated random sequence to select one study district in each of the areas. Then -- again using a computer-generated random sequence -- we selected one community health centre in each study district. In each megacity, the two rounds of surveys were conducted in the same four community health centres but potential participants were randomly approached in each round. In each surveyed community health centre -- until the number of participants from the centre reached 200 -- every fifth care user aged at least 18 years was invited to participate in the survey. Each participant was fully informed of the purpose of the study and provided written informed consent before being interviewed.

Evaluating quality
------------------

The primary care assessment tool was translated into Chinese and validated in a pilot study (available from corresponding author).[@R13]^,^[@R21] This tool measures the patient-perceived quality of primary care in terms of eight attributes: first-contact utilization, first-contact accessibility, continuity of care, coordination of services, coordination of information, comprehensiveness of the available service, comprehensiveness of the provided service and a measure of how well the care was patient-focused (so-called patient-centredness). For each of these attributes, patients are asked how well they agree with a statement that their regular provider of primary care is excellent in terms of the attribute. Using a four-point Likert-type scale, each patient's level of agreement with each statement is scored from 1 (indicating that the patient definitely does not agree) to 4 (indicating that the patient definitely does agree). The maximum total score is 32. In our study, we recorded scores and the demographic and socioeconomic characteristics of each participant, their self-reported health status and their diagnosed chronic disease, if any. We classified employment status simply into those who were employed and those who were unemployed. The latter category included participants who had retired. Any household with a monthly income below the value taken as the poverty line in China in 2011 -- i.e. 484 United States dollars (US\$) -- was considered to have a low income whereas any household with a monthly income above the median value for the two megacities in 2011 -- i.e. US\$ 1613 -- was considered to have a high income.[@R22]^,^[@R23] Households with an income between low and high-income level were considered middle income-level.

Analysis
--------

We used multiple linear regression models to compare the scores for the quality of primary care recorded in the two megacities at baseline and in each megacity during the two survey rounds. We adjusted for several potential confounders: sex, age, marital status, migrant status, educational level, employment status, household income, health insurance status, number of visits to the community health centre in the previous 12 months, number of years since the patient's first visit to the community health centre, self-reported health status and presence of diagnosed chronic disease. To compare the effect of policy changes in the two megacities over time, we applied difference-in-difference analysis using [equation (1)](#E1){ref-type="disp-formula"}:where *S~ij~* is the primary care score given by the *i*th participant in the *j*th megacity, *G~ij~* indicates the megacity, *T~ij~* indicates the survey round, the interaction term *G~ij~* × *T~ij~* indicates the difference in the between-round changes in each megacity, *X~kij~* represents the potential confounder *k* and *β*~0~ and *ε~ij~* represent the intercept and error term in the model, respectively. The difference in the between-round changes in the quality scores for each megacity yielded an estimate of *β*~3~. We ran three separate regression models -- one that included all of the participants, one restricted to those participants who had been diagnosed as having a chronic disease, and one restricted to the participants who came from poor households. All analyses were conducted using SPSS version 19.0 (SPSS Inc., Chicago, United States of America).

Ethical approval
----------------

Ethical approval was obtained from the joint Chinese University of Hong Kong and New Territories East Cluster Clinical Research ethics committees (Hong Kong Special Administrative Region, China; reference CRE-2012.441).

Results
=======

Participant characteristics
---------------------------

In Shanghai, 811 (94%) of the 860 patients invited to participate in the first survey round and 795 (92%) of the 861 invited to participate in the second round completed the questionnaire. The corresponding values for Shenzhen were 806 (85%) of 947 and 802 (84%) of 954, respectively. Of the patients who completed the questionnaire in the first and second rounds, 725 (89%) and 741 (93%) of those in Shanghai and 640 (79%) and 615 (77%) of those in Shenzhen, respectively, said that they regarded the community health centre in which they were recruited as their usual source of care and were therefore included in the subsequent analyses ([Table 1](#T1){ref-type="table"}). In both megacities, most participants were female, married and educated to below college level, belonged to a household that was neither poor nor rich and had health insurance ([Table 1](#T1){ref-type="table"}). Most of the participants in Shanghai were non-migrants older than 59 years who did not have a job. Most had visited the community health centre where they were recruited more than 13 times in the previous 12 months, had first visited that centre more than five years previously and had a chronic disease when they participated in a survey round. In Shenzhen, in contrast, most of the participants were migrants in employment and younger than 45 years. Compared with those in Shanghai, the participants in Shenzhen were more likely to have a low educational level, come from poor households and lack health insurance but were less likely to have a diagnosed chronic disease and tended to have visited the community health centre where they were recruited less frequently in the previous 12 months ([Table 1](#T1){ref-type="table"}).

###### Characteristics of the participants in the perceived quality-of-care surveys, Shanghai and Shenzhen, China, 2011--2013

  Characteristic                              No. of participants in Shanghai (%)                     No. of participants in Shenzhen (%)                                      
  ------------------------------------------- ------------------------------------- ----------------- ------------------------------------- -- ------------ ------------------ ------------------
  **Sex**                                                                                                                                                                      
  Female                                      497 (68.6)                            506 (68.3)        1003 (68.4)                              430 (67.2)   402 (65.4)         832 (66.3)
  Male                                        228 (31.4)                            235 (31.7)        463 (31.6)                               210 (32.8)   213 (34.6)         423 (33.7)
  **Age (years)**                                                                                                                                                              
  ≤ 44                                        39 (5.4)                              42 (5.7)\*\*      81 (5.5)                                 482 (75.3)   484 (78.7)         966 (77.0)\*\*\*
  45--59                                      214 (29.5)                            160 (21.6)        374 (25.5)                               98 (15.3)    69 (11.2)          167 (13.3)
  ≥ 60                                        472 (65.1)                            539 (72.7)        1011 (69.0)                              60 (9.4)     62 (10.1)          122 (9.7)
  **Marital status**                                                                                                                                                           
  Single                                      102 (14.1)                            85 (11.5)         187 (12.8)                               148 (23.1)   117 (19.0)         265 (21.1)\*\*\*
  Married                                     623 (85.9)                            656 (88.5)        1279 (87.2)                              492 (76.9)   498 (81.0)         990 (78.9)
  **Migrant status**                                                                                                                                                           
  Non-migrant                                 674 (93.0)                            702 (94.7)        1376 (93.9)                              114 (17.8)   83 (13.5)\*        197 (15.7)\*\*\*
  Migrant                                     51 (7.0)                              39 (5.3)          90 (6.1)                                 526 (82.2)   532 (86.5)         1058 (84.3)
  **Education**                                                                                                                                                                
  Middle school or below                      307 (42.3)                            289 (39.0)\*\*    596 (40.7)                               292 (45.6)   277 (45.0)         569 (45.3)\*
  High school or equivalent                   267 (36.8)                            241 (32.5)        508 (34.7)                               202 (31.6)   218 (35.4)         420 (33.5)
  College and above                           151 (20.8)                            211 (28.5)        362 (24.7)                               146 (22.8)   120 (19.5)         266 (21.2)
  **Employment**                                                                                                                                                               
  Employed                                    94 (13.0)                             94 (12.7)         188 (12.8)                               488 (76.3)   434 (70.6)\*       922 (73.5)\*\*\*
  Unemployed                                  631 (87.0)                            647 (87.3)        1278 (87.2)                              152 (23.8)   181 (29.4)         333 (26.5)
  **Household income category**                                                                                                                                                
  Low                                         111 (15.3)                            79 (10.7)\*\*\*   190 (13.0)                               94 (14.7)    105 (17.1)         199 (15.9)\*\*\*
  Middle                                      542 (74.8)                            516 (69.6)        1058 (72.2)                              404 (63.1)   385 (62.6)         789 (62.9)
  High                                        72 (9.9)                              146 (19.7)        218 (14.9)                               142 (22.2)   125 (20.3)         267 (21.3)
  **Health insurance**                                                                                                                                                         
  Insured                                     692 (95.4)                            714 (96.4)        1406 (95.9)                              494 (77.2)   414 (67.3)\*\*\*   908 (72.4)\*\*\*
  Uninsured                                   33 (4.6)                              27 (3.6)          60 (4.1)                                 146 (22.8)   201 (32.7)         347 (27.6)
  **CHC visits in previous 12 months**                                                                                                                                         
  ≤ 4                                         80 (11.0)                             69 (9.3)          149 (10.2)                               385 (60.2)   425 (69.1)\*\*     810 (64.5)\*\*\*
  5--12                                       141 (19.4)                            164 (22.1)        305 (20.8)                               207 (32.3)   144 (23.4)         351 (28.0)
  ≥ 13                                        504 (69.5)                            508 (68.6)        1012 (69.0)                              48 (7.5)     46 (7.5)           94 (7.5)
  **Time since first visit to CHC (years)**                                                                                                                                    
  ≤ 2                                         149 (20.6)                            99 (13.4)\*\*\*   248 (16.9)                               356 (55.6)   377 (61.3)\*       733 (58.4)\*\*\*
  3--4                                        94 (13.0)                             79 (10.7)         173 (11.8)                               147 (23.0)   116 (18.9)         263 (21.0)
  ≥ 5                                         482 (66.5)                            563 (76.0)        1045 (71.3)                              137 (21.4)   122 (19.8)         259 (20.6)
  **Health status**                                                                                                                                                            
  Good                                        174 (24.0)                            207 (27.9)\*      381 (26.0)                               326 (50.9)   343 (55.8)         669 (53.3)\*\*\*
  Fair                                        449 (61.9)                            458 (61.8)        907 (61.9)                               275 (43.0)   237 (38.5)         512 (40.8)
  Poor                                        102 (14.1)                            76 (10.3)         178 (12.1)                               39 (6.1)     35 (5.7)           74 (5.9)
  **Diagnosed chronic disease**^c^                                                                                                                                             
  Present                                     600 (82.8)                            578 (78.0)\*      1178 (80.4)                              129 (20.2)   108 (17.6)         237 (18.9)\*\*\*
  Absent                                      125 (17.2)                            163 (22.0)        288 (19.6)                               511 (79.8)   507 (82.4)         1018 (81.1)

CHC: community health centre. \* *P* \< 0.05; \*\* *P* \< 0.01; \*\*\* *P* \< 0.001.

^a^ The indicated *P*-values came from χ^2^ tests in which, for each megacity, the values recorded in the first and second rounds were compared.

^b^ The indicated *P*-values came from χ^2^ tests in which the values recorded across both rounds in Shanghai were compared with the corresponding values recorded in Shenzhen.

^c^ Hypertension, diabetes, cardiovascular, chronic respiratory, pulmonary, liver, thyroid or skeleto--muscular diseases, gastrointestinal disorders, mental illness and/or disability.

Quality scores
--------------

### All participants

The mean total quality scores recorded in the first survey round, after adjusting for potential confounders, were similar in the two megacities: 23.18 (standard deviation, SD: 2.52) in Shanghai and 22.77 (SD: 2.75) in Shenzhen ([Table 2](#T2){ref-type="table"}). In Shanghai, mean total scores increased by 0.712 (95% CI: 0.457 to 0.967) in the second survey round, the scores for first contact, continuity, coordination of information and comprehensiveness and the second-round total score were significantly higher whereas the second-round scores for coordination of services and patient-focused care were significantly lower (*P* \< 0.05 for each comparison). In Shenzhen, however, the mean total scores had fallen by 0.922 (95% CI: 0.629 to 1.215) in the second survey round. All except those for first-contact accessibility were lower than the corresponding first-round values. The results of the difference-in-difference analysis indicated that Shanghai experienced much greater improvements in the quality of primary care between the two survey rounds (1.651, 95% CI: 1.266 to 2.037) -- at least in terms of first-contact utilization, continuity, coordination of information and comprehensiveness -- than Shenzhen ([Table 2](#T2){ref-type="table"}).

###### Quality scores given, for primary care, by all of the participants in the perceived quality-of-care surveys, Shanghai and Shenzhen, China, 2011--2013

  Attribute                  Shanghai                      Shenzhen                    Difference in differences (95% CI)^a^                                                                  
  -------------------------- -------------- -------------- --------------------------- --------------------------------------- ------------------- -------------- --------------------------- --------------------------
  **First contact**                                                                                                                                                                           
  Utilization                2.54 (0.58)    2.69 (0.57)    0.121 (0.066 to 0.177)                                              2.58 (0.50)\*\*     2.47 (0.53)    −0.117 (−0.172 to −0.063)   0.255 (0.176 to 0.333)
  Accessibility              2.45 (0.30)    2.53 (0.35)    0.077 (0.044 to 0.111)                                              2.57 (0.36)\*       2.68 (0.37)    0.108 (0.067 to 0.148)      −0.030 (−0.082 to 0.022)
  **Continuity of care**     3.25 (0.44)    3.37 (0.45)    0.121 (0.076 to 0.167)                                              3.20 (0.47)\*\*\*   3.07 (0.44)    −0.117 (−0.167 to −0.068)   0.233 (0.166 to 0.300)
  **Coordination**                                                                                                                                                                            
  Services                   2.56 (0.54)    2.49 (0.64)    −0.080 (−0.142 to −0.018)                                           2.42 (0.61)\*       2.25 (0.63)    −0.148 (−0.218 to −0.079)   0.083 (−0.009 to 0.175)
  Information                3.64 (0.48)    3.82 (0.40)    0.175 (0.129 to 0.221)                                              3.23 (0.69)\*\*\*   3.16 (0.69)    −0.068 (−0.146 to 0.009)    0.233 (0.147 to 0.320)
  **Comprehensiveness**                                                                                                                                                                       
  Service availability       3.42 (0.40)    3.55 (0.31)    0.113 (0.077 to 0.150)                                              3.24 (0.44)         3.02 (0.51)    −0.208 (−0.261 to −0.155)   0.325 (0.262 to 0.388)
  Service provided           2.43 (0.60)    2.71 (0.59)    0.275 (0.213 to 0.337)                                              2.48 (0.67)\*\*\*   2.30 (0.59)    −0.184 (−0.253 to −0.116)   0.454 (0.362 to 0.546)
  **Patient-focused care**   2.89 (0.84)    2.81 (0.83)    −0.091 (−0.178 to −0.004)                                           3.05 (0.83)         2.87 (0.76)    −0.186 (−0.275 to −0.097)   0.098 (−0.027 to 0.222)
  **All**                    23.18 (2.52)   23.97 (2.43)   0.712 (0.457 to 0.967)                                              22.77 (2.75)        21.81 (2.58)   −0.922 (−1.215 to −0.629)   1.651 (1.266 to 2.037)

CI: confidence interval; SD: standard deviation. \* *P* \< 0.05; \*\* *P* \< 0.01; \*\*\* *P* \< 0.001.

^a^ As estimated in multiple linear regression models after adjusting for potential confounders, with the Shenzhen scores used as the reference.

^b^ The trend in the score between the first and second rounds, as seen in multiple linear regression models after adjusting for potential confounders.

^c^ The indicated *P*-values came from multiple linear regression models in which, after adjusting for potential confounders, the values recorded in the first round in Shanghai were compared with those recorded in the first round in Shenzhen.

### Participants with chronic diseases

At least one diagnosed chronic disease was reported by each of 1178 participants in Shanghai and 237 participants in Shenzhen ([Table 3](#T3){ref-type="table"}). In the first survey round, there was little difference in the quality scores given by participants with chronic disease in Shanghai (23.18; SD: 2.57) and Shenzhen (23.10; SD: 2.89). In the second round, the score had increased to 23.96 (SD: 2.38) in Shanghai. The participants with chronic disease gave scores for all attributes -- except coordination of services -- that were significantly higher than the corresponding first-round values. In Shenzhen, the score had fallen to 22.54 (SD: 2.74) and the only score reported in the second round that was significantly different to the corresponding first-round value was the score for comprehensiveness of service availability -- which was significantly lower. The results of the difference-in-difference analysis indicated that Shanghai's participants with diagnosed chronic disease experienced much greater improvements in the quality of primary care between the two survey rounds -- at least in terms of first-contact utilization, continuity, coordination of information and comprehensiveness -- than their counterparts in Shenzhen ([Table 3](#T3){ref-type="table"}).

###### Quality scores given, for primary care, by the participants with diagnosed chronic disease who were included in the perceived quality-of-care surveys, Shanghai and Shenzhen, China, 2011--2013

  Attribute                  Shanghai                      Shenzhen                    Difference in differences (95% CI)^a^                                                                  
  -------------------------- -------------- -------------- --------------------------- --------------------------------------- ------------------- -------------- --------------------------- --------------------------
  **First contact**                                                                                                                                                                           
  Utilization                2.57 (0.58)    2.74 (0.55)    0.140 (0.078 to 0.202)                                              2.55 (0.49)\*       2.54 (0.55)    −0.067 (−0.190 to 0.055)    0.174 (0.026 to 0.323)
  Accessibility              2.44 (0.31)    2.51 (0.34)    0.066 (0.029 to 0.104)                                              2.54 (0.36)         2.66 (0.38)    0.095 (0.000 to 0.193)      −0.044 (−0.138 to 0.050)
  **Continuity of care**     3.26 (0.44)    3.39 (0.44)    0.131 (0.081 to 0.182)                                              3.27 (0.53)\*\*     3.17 (0.43)    −0.079 (−0.204 to 0.046)    0.204 (0.080 to 0.329)
  **Coordination**                                                                                                                                                                            
  Services                   2.56 (0.54)    2.47 (0.64)    −0.111 (−0.180 to −0.042)                                           2.46 (0.60)         2.33 (0.62)    −0.122 (−0.290 to 0.046)    −0.001 (−0.170 to 0.170)
  Information                3.63 (0.48)    3.83 (0.38)    0.184 (0.133 to 0.235)                                              3.26 (0.70)\*\*\*   3.16 (0.71)    −0.131 (−0.324 to 0.061)    0.275 (0.136 to 0.413)
  **Comprehensiveness**                                                                                                                                                                       
  Service availability       3.42 (0.40)    3.54 (0.30)    0.103 (0.062 to 0.143)                                              3.28 (0.44)         3.12 (0.48)    −0.125 (−0.247 to −0.002)   0.216 (0.111 to 0.320)
  Service provided           2.45 (0.60)    2.71 (0.58)    0.257 (0.188 to 0.326)                                              2.68 (0.63)\*\*\*   2.57 (0.56)    −0.123 (−0.277 to 0.031)    0.347 (0.181 to 0.513)
  **Patient-focused care**   2.86 (0.85)    2.78 (0.84)    0.014 (−0.044 to 0.071)                                             3.04 (0.86)         2.98 (0.83)    0.018 (−0.112 to 0.149)     −0.083 (−0.324 to 0.158)
  **All**                    23.18 (2.57)   23.96 (2.38)   0.672 (0.386 to 0.957)                                              23.10 (2.89)        22.54 (2.74)   −0.630 (−1.371 to 0.111)    1.089 (0.378 to 1.799)

CI: confidence interval; SD: standard deviation. \* *P* \< 0.05; \*\* *P* \< 0.01; \*\*\* *P* \< 0.001.

^a^ As estimated in multiple linear regression models after adjusting for potential confounders, with the Shenzhen scores used as the reference.

^b^ The trend in the score between the first and second rounds, as seen in multiple linear regression models after adjusting for potential confounders.

^c^ The indicated *P*-values came from multiple linear regression models in which, after adjusting for potential confounders, the values recorded in the first round in Shanghai were compared with those recorded in the first round in Shenzhen.

### Participants from poor households

Overall, 389 participants came from poor households ([Table 4](#T4){ref-type="table"}). In the first survey round, the participants from poor households in Shanghai and Shenzhen reported similar quality scores (23.12; SD: 2.55 and 23.14; SD: 2.68, respectively). Between the first and second rounds, the quality of the primary care received by participants from poor households in Shanghai was slightly improved (score: 23.88 SD: 2.17). In Shenzhen, there was a more substantial reduction (score: 21.92; SD: 2.65; [Table 4](#T4){ref-type="table"}).

###### Quality scores given, for primary care, by the participants from poor households who were included in the perceived quality-of-care surveys, Shanghai and Shenzhen, China, 2011--2013

  Attribute                  Shanghai                      Shenzhen                   Difference in differences (95% CI)^a^                                                                  
  -------------------------- -------------- -------------- -------------------------- --------------------------------------- ------------------- -------------- --------------------------- --------------------------
  **First contact**                                                                                                                                                                          
  Utilization                2.68 (0.55)    2.75 (0.62)    0.044 (−0.122 to 0.210)                                            2.83 (0.51)\*       2.80 (0.49)    0.011 (−0.132 to 0.153)     0.080 (−0.132 to 0.292)
  Accessibility              2.44 (0.30)    2.51 (0.33)    0.046 (−0.053 to 0.144)                                            2.59 (0.36)         2.62 (0.38)    0.079 (−0.024 to 0.192)     −0.008 (−0.152 to 0.136)
  **Continuity of care**     3.19 (0.48)    3.38 (0.47)    0.124 (−0.022 to 0.270)                                            3.23 (0.46)\*\*     3.09 (0.43)    −0.153 (−0.286 to −0.020)   0.285 (0.098 to 0.472)
  **Coordination**                                                                                                                                                                           
  Services                   2.57 (0.46)    2.51 (0.59)    −0.082 (−0.246 to 0.081)                                           2.41 (0.54)\*       2.20 (0.59)    −0.231 (−0.400 to −0.063)   0.196 (−0.027 to 0.419)
  Information                3.61 (0.55)    3.82 (0.39)    0.264 (0.107 to 0.421)                                             3.32 (0.71)         3.14 (0.74)    −0.219 (−0.448 to 0.009)    0.394 (0.129 to 0.659)
  **Comprehensiveness**                                                                                                                                                                      
  Service availability       3.38 (0.45)    3.50 (0.28)    0.064 (−0.053 to 0.181)                                            3.21 (0.46)         2.90 (0.53)    −0.255 (−0.404 to −0.105)   0.408 (0.218 to 0.598)
  Service provided           2.47 (0.62)    2.68 (0.56)    0.143 (−0.041 to 0.327)                                            2.52 (0.63)\*\*\*   2.39 (0.61)    −0.182 (−0.365 to 0.000)    0.385 (0.139 to 0.631)
  **Patient-focused care**   2.78 (0.84)    2.74 (0.79)    −0.028 (−0.186 to 0.131)                                           3.04 (0.87)         2.78 (0.83)    −0.252 (−0.516 to 0.011)    0.287 (−0.064 to 0.638)
  **All**                    23.12 (2.55)   23.88 (2.17)   0.544 (−0.218 to 1.306)                                            23.14 (2.68)        21.92 (2.65)   −1.203 (−2.009 to −0.397)   2.027 (0.967 to 3.087)

CI: confidence interval; SD: standard deviation. \* *P* \< 0.05; \*\* *P* \< 0.01; \*\*\* *P* \< 0.001.

^a^ As estimated in multiple linear regression models after adjusting for potential confounders, with the Shenzhen scores used as the reference.

^b^ The trend in the score between the first and second rounds, as seen in multiple linear regression models after adjusting for potential confounders.

^c^ The indicated *P*-values came from multiple linear regression models in which, after adjusting for potential confounders, the values recorded in the first round in Shanghai were compared with those recorded in the first round in Shenzhen.

Other observations
------------------

Income level, migrant status and employment status showed no significant association with the perceived quality of primary care ([Table 5](#T5){ref-type="table"}). However, participants who had visited their community health centre relatively often in the previous 12 months and those who had first visited their community health centre a relatively long time ago tended to report relatively high scores ([Table 5](#T5){ref-type="table"}).

###### Factors associated with changes in mean total quality scores for primary care, Shanghai and Shenzhen, China, 2011--2013

  Variable^a^                                Difference in differences in scores (95% CI)^b^                               
  ------------------------------------------ ------------------------------------------------- --------------------------- ---------------------------
  **Interaction of survey round and city**   1.651 (1.266 to 2.037)                            1.089 (0.378 to 1.799)      2.027 (0.967 to 3.087)
  **Survey round**                                                                                                         
  Second                                     −0.951 (−1.233 to −0.668)                         −0.407 (−1.053 to 0.240)    −1.359 (−2.105 to −0.613)
  **Megacity**                                                                                                             
  Shanghai                                   −0.402 (−0.814 to 0.010)                          −0.691 (−1.328 to −0.054)   −0.581 (−1.765 to 0.603)
  **Sex**                                                                                                                  
  Male                                       −0.224 (−0.434 to −0.014)                         0.057 (−0.234 to 0.347)     −0.244 (−0.849 to 0.361)
  **Age in years**                                                                                                         
  45--59                                     0.090 (−0.267 to 0.448)                           0.466 (−0.202 to 1.134)     −0.160 (−1.107 to 0.788)
  ≥ 60                                       0.352 (−0.051 to 0.754)                           0.587 (−0.110 to 1.284)     0.380 (−0.622 to 1.382)
  **Marital status**                                                                                                       
  Married                                    0.263 (−0.009 to 0.536)                           0.623 (0.197 to 1.049)      0.351 (−0.204 to 0.906)
  **Migrant status**                                                                                                       
  Migrant                                    0.256 (−0.087 to 0.598)                           0.135 (−0.421 to 0.690)     −0.224 (−1.251 to 0.802)
  **Education**                                                                                                            
  High school and equivalent                 −0.211 (−0.435 to 0.014)                          −0.009 (−0.314 to 0.295)    −0.348 (−0.933 to 0.238)
  College and above                          −0.228 (−0.493 to 0.038)                          −0.410 (−0.768 to −0.052)   −0.416 (−1.343 to 0.510)
  **Employment**                                                                                                           
  Unemployed                                 0.185 (−0.111 to 0.482)                           0.019 (−0.473 to 0.511)     −0.217 (−0.996 to 0.563)
  **Household income category**                                                                                            
  Middle                                     −0.127 (−0.415 to 0.160)                          −0.183 (−0.601 to 0.234)    --
  High                                       −0.006 (−0.367 to 0.355)                          0.002 (−0.528 to 0.531)     --
  **Health insurance**                                                                                                     
  Uninsured                                  0.041 (−0.260 to 0.342)                           0.417 (−0.167 to 1.002)     1.034 (0.268 to 1.800)
  **CHC visits in previous 12 months**                                                                                     
  5--12                                      0.628 (0.359 to 0.897)                            0.631 (0.153 to 1.109)      0.296 (−0.442 to 1.034)
  ≥ 13                                       1.203 (0.890 to 1.517)                            1.288 (0.821 to 1.754)      0.718 (−0.185 to 1.621)
  **Years since first visit to CHC**                                                                                       
  3--4                                       −0.185 (−0.477 to 0.108)                          −0.150 (−0.624 to 0.323)    −0.297 (−1.125 to 0.532)
  ≥ 5                                        0.334 (0.078 to 0.591)                            0.610 (0.229 to 0.990)      0.215 (−0.494 to 0.925)
  **Health status**                                                                                                        
  Fair                                       0.303 (−0.039 to 0.645)                           0.170 (−0.217 to 0.557)     0.070 (−0.705 to 0.846)
  Good                                       0.625 (0.259 to 0.990)                            0.460 (0.008 to 0.912)      0.244 (−0.627 to 1.115)
  **Diagnosed with chronic disease**         −0.065 (−0.342 to 0.212)                          --                          0.133 (−0.649 to 0.915)

CHC: community health centre; CI: confidence interval.

^a^ In the models, the first survey round, Shenzhen, female, younger than 45 years, unmarried, educated to no more than middle-school level, employed, low household income, with health insurance, fewer than five visits to the community health centre in the previous 12 months, having visited the CHC for less than three years, poor health status and absence of diagnosed chronic disease were used as reference categories.

^b^ Difference-in-difference models were calculated with Shenzhen used as reference and adjustments made for other potential confounders.

Discussion
==========

We assessed the quality of primary care in two megacities in China, following introduction of health reforms. Between 2011 and 2013, quality of primary care -- as perceived by all participants, participants from poor households or participants with diagnosed chronic disease -- significantly improved in Shanghai. In Shenzhen, however, the quality of primary care appears to have declined. Compared with the other participants, those who were rich, non-migrant and/or employed did not give markedly higher scores -- perhaps because the community health centres in the megacities provide free public health services to all residents. In settings where primary care is dominated by private providers, the care received by the rich tends to be of higher quality than that received by the poor.[@R24]

Although we investigated changes in primary care quality in the context of the local implementation of national policies, the study design prevented us from demonstrating a causal inference between the policies and the changes that we observed. Our initial survey rounds were conducted shortly after -- rather than before -- the introduction of policy reform in Shanghai and Shenzhen and we may therefore have missed some of the changes triggered by the reform. Since we only investigated patients attending four community health centres in each of the megacities we studied, we should not assume that our findings apply to the whole population.

Despite these limitations, it is clear that changes in the quality of care in Shanghai differed markedly from those observed in Shenzhen. Residents in the catchment areas of community health centres in Shanghai are invited to sign a contract with one of the centre's teams so that they can receive a package of clinical and preventive care -- focused on diabetes and hypertension management, care of the elderly and timely referrals to specialists in large hospitals -- free of charge.[@R4] Those who enrol in this package, which supplements the public health package available to all residents, also benefit from a free annual risk assessment and prescriptions to cover up to eight weeks of treatment. Up to 2500 enrollees may be enrolled by each team. Most enrollees in Shanghai are elderly individuals with chronic diseases who have health insurance. Teams in Shanghai receive capitation payments equivalent to about US\$ 20 per enrollee per year, in addition to fixed salaries. Although 60% of the capitation payment for a team is given upfront, at the start of each year, the remainder is given at the end of the year and only if the team has met set criteria on the quantity and quality of care and patient satisfaction.[@R25] In 2012, capitation payments raised the income of general practitioners by 25% without significantly increasing the out-of-pocket expenditure of outpatients.[@R26] The strategies followed in Shanghai's health system encourage general practitioners to provide care of good quality and, by promoting long-term relationships between patients and their care providers,[@R8] improve the continuity and comprehensiveness of the primary care that is available. In addition, Shanghai's community health centres and hospitals are linked by an e-health system that should provide good levels of information coordination.

In Shenzhen, residents are not offered any free health services other than those available in the public health package. General practitioners in Shenzhen's community health centres receive a fixed salary and a bonus linked with performance but no capitation payments. In Shenzhen, a fixed visit fee was implemented in all community health centres in 2012. Patients with health insurance only have to pay 30% of this fee but other patients -- including about half of the megacity's migrants --have to pay the entire fee out-of-pocket.[@R9]^,^[@R27]

In both Shanghai and Shenzhen, scores for the coordination of services fell between the first and second survey rounds -- perhaps indicating a general lack of effective collaboration between community health centres and hospitals.

Shanghai's municipal government has fully funded its community health centres, via performance-based payments, since 2006. This has improved the capacity of the human resources and preventive services in the centres.[@R28] Shenzhen's community health centres are subsidiaries of public hospitals and only marginally funded by the municipal government. Although the general practitioners working in the centres are considered to be hospital employees, they receive lower salaries than their counterparts in the hospitals.[@R29] Shenzhen's community health centres are also less well staffed and equipped than Shanghai's. In 2011, for example, there were 3.9 general practitioners per 10 000 population in Shanghai[@R30] but only 2.7 per 10 000 population in Shenzhen. All of Shanghai's community health centres owned their offices whereas two-thirds of Shenzhen's had to rent offices.[@R9] Compared with other publicly funded community health centres, those managed by hospitals are perceived by patients to offer a lower quality of primary care[@R21] and were shown to have poorer outcomes for treatment of hypertension.[@R31] In Shanghai, primary care has been found to be of higher quality -- and more equitable among different income groups -- than that in the Hong Kong Special Administrative Region, where public providers are managed under a hospital authority.[@R32]

There are several strategies that might facilitate implementation of the national policy to strengthen primary care. First, the capacity of general practitioners needs to be strengthened by substantial public investment. Second, the use of capitation payments -- which can encourage general practitioners to become health managers and gatekeepers[@R33] -- needs to be expanded. Third, to make enrolment more attractive to patients, the services provided by teams need to be tailored to the local health priorities -- e.g. chronic disease among the elderly in Shanghai and maternal and child health in Shenzhen. Fourth, abolishing the fixed visit fee in Shenzhen would improve access to primary care for the megacity's many uninsured migrants.

Countries with effective and efficient systems for primary care can achieve relatively good health outcomes at relatively low costs.[@R33] Policies that help to form long-term relationships between patients and general practitioners can improve the quality of primary care. Continuity of care -- which promotes mutual understanding and trust between patients and care providers -- appears to be a key attribute of a successful system for primary care.
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